I-het, during the Industrial Revolution, tlle population of Belfast increased(l very rapidly, and at the same time there was a general awakening of the public conscience to the fact that most of these people lived a wretched and precarious life. Under these two powerful stimuli other organisations appeared, both civic and philanthropic, on which (levolved the man' former duties of the Charitable Society, unltil to-day its sole responsibility, thotuglh one of its original ones, is the care of the aged and infirmii. TIIE ORIGINA.L CHARITY 1FUNI) OF BELFAST.
From the momenit lie enters the front hall, no visitor to Clifton House can fail to remark the numllerous wall panels inscribed xith the names of those who, over a perio(l of years, have contributed to fundls for the needy. That abov-e one of the two mantlepieces in the Boardroom is of special interest (Plate 1). .\ge and many coats of -arnislh have made it difficult to (lecipher, but and to rebuild and enlarge the same would be an expense grevous and insupportable by the ordinary method of public cesses. Now, in order to raise a sum of money to carry these good works into execution, the following scheme hath been approved of by the principal inhabitants of said town and gentlemen of fortune in the neighbourhood who are desirous to promote so valuable an undertaking." After tlIis follows an outline of the new lottery scheme. In London, in the open market and in the coffee houses, the Belfast tickets which had been grafted on to the British State Lottery were not easily sold, and even in Belfast there was great difficulty in getting cash from those who had contracted to take tickets. The very characters of those managing the Scheme did not escape public criticism. A deputation was sent to London that winter to see what could be done. After about a month the deputation returned home, having made some £500 for the fund.
By annual lotteries and other means, the money collected only very slowly, but at length, on Thursday, 17th January, 1767, there was a meeting of the Members of the Belfast Charitable Scheme in the Donegall Arms, at which it was "Unanimously Resolved
That the Sum of Sixteen hundred & fourteen pounds two Shillings and four pence half penny, which appears to be the amount of the Fund at Christmas, one thousand seven hundred & sixty six, or what other sum shall arise from the same, be applied to the building of a Poor House and Hospital, agreeable to the original Intention of the Scheme, on such Ground as Lord Donegall shall be pleased to grant for that purpose, in the Town of Belfast -And that the same shall be proceeded upon as soon as his Lordship's Pleasure shall be known.
Resolved That it is the opinion of this Board that the Ground on the North West side of the Road leading to Carrickfergus fronting the New Street is the most convenient Place for erecting the intended Buildings, and where they will be most ornamental to the Town of Belfast.
And it is the desire of this Board, That Mr. Saurin should acquaint Lord Donegall with their Sentiments, and that they request his Lordship to have the ground for the intended Buildings set apart as soon as can be conveniently done; for it will be impossible to begin them so early as Spring, 1768 unless clay be thrown up immediately for making Bricks the ensuing Summer, and it is expected that proper Clay will be found upon the Spot." In July of that year "His Lordship was pleased to approve of the same, & to be desirous to concur in the proper measures to carry them into execution." At a meeting in the New Sugar House Office it is "Resolved that it would be very useful and proper to have a new iron chest for the use of the Society imported from Holland" to hold the assets of the consolidated fund and all the documents that are now fast collecting. The cost is to be £8. 17s. 6d. There is one of these so-called Spanish Armada Chests preserved in the building still (Plate 4), but it is not 34 three-locked, as the onle froIml Hollaind w%as reported to be, and inside the lid on the elaborcate grill protecting the mechanismii of the lock there is inscribed, ItII ;olffgaing Abriliaha Otto in Aur-nberg fecit." 'Ilhis is more probably the original o0l( chest, though it may be the ne\ one, for XVith the additionl of two padlocks, for which there are fasteners, it could be .unlocked only with three separate keys, each in the possessionl of one of the speciall, appointed Key Carriers. One of these carriers is to be Henrv Joy, and the chest is to be kept in his house.
There is a feeling that a new phase has opene(l. invented. The very sight of it gave vigour to the infirm, and the lame became so fleet that their most ardent pursuers were completely outdistanced. They seemed nearly to adopt the sentiment of the poet 'He that begs and runs awav May hope to beg another dav, But he that's by the Black Cart ta'en Can never hope to beg again'."
'lhe reply given to an inquiring architect, "that the Poorhouse is not intended for the reception of children, but of aged and infirm persons," shows that it was a change from the original policy when in 1776 it was resolved "that a number of poor children . . . be taken into the Poorhouse, to be educated and supported" and "that the boys and girls who at present infest the streets be first taken in." A Master and Mistress were appointed "for the government and instruction of poor children,"' and in addition to readinig, writing and arithmetic, industrial pursuits such as spinning and knitting were taught. Children of the poor outside the House could also attend. Of the masters who ruled over this school, the most remarkable was David Boyd, who, in 1806, published a pamphlet in verse entitled "The Belfast Poor-House, an Historical and Descriptive Poem." He describes the foundation of the building and recounts the day-to-day work that vent on in it "WVith hasty strides I enter the great hall,
The grand capacious rendezvous for all; The gen'ral board, call'd always once a year, First meet, converse, and walk together here; Here too, on Saturdays, poor persons stand, Produces plenty, evr'y debt to pay !" and there is on record one donation of £1,000 given anonymously in the Church collection following such a Charity Sermon for the benefit of the House.
After he left the Poorhouse, Boyd ran a school of his own in Long Lane, and eventually he appears in the Belfast Almanac of 1836 as "Rev. D. Boyd, School- Master." His poem may not reach great literary heights, but it is full of interesting detail about the history of the Poorhouse. A quaint sketch of the building by his colleague Mr. Gordon, the first resident engineer to the House, forms the frontispiece.
The Society in its earlier days could admit and confine lunatics in the lower rooms. Some grim details are to be found in the reports of the Orderly, an office still held weekly by each of the Committee in turn.
"Sunday, May 15th
. . . Was informed that Elizabeth Grey, who was admitted on Saturday, 7th, had got over the rafters of the room where she was confined, and ran down to the gate, but was brought back, and has since been chained, which I confirmed, finding she had been so violent. Monday, May 16th I did not like to come up owing-to the coldness of the weather." And from a different Orderly "The woman confined in the steeple appears to be in full possession of her mental powers, and she is brought down for the present." Another entry reads:-"Admitted a lunatic woman who had been put ashore from a ship near Whitehouse. " Further extracts from the Orderly book show the general work of the place at the time:
"Wednesday evening gave an order for the admittance of Catherine Wall into the House, a poor woman, a cripple. I was well informed that she slept on her barrow in the public streets for the 3 preceding nights." And again:
"I think the little girls are in want of a small table to eat their meat of, they taking it off the ground."
There is a half-moon Sheraton table in the front hall to this day, much shortened in the legs, and some chairs similarly treated, and it may be that these were the resuilt of this suggestion. At the close of the eighteenth Century there seemed to be no civic or philanthropic duty that could not be expected of the Charitable Society, though some of these extra tasks were suggested as a means of making the institution more fully self-supporting.
It was at one time proposed to the Committee that they should undertake, in part, the cleansing of the streets, but they "were unanimously of the opinion that it would not be eligible for the Chari- rapidlly growing town was becoming more and more a matter for a special authority, and therefore Spring Water Commissioners for this sole purpose were to be appointedl by the Society. In view of the large amount of their money invested in the scheme, the Charity was to be paid an income, fixed within certain limits, by these Commissioners who really formed a special sub-committee. This arrangement stood until 1840, when yet another Act of Parliament set up anindependent Water Board. It is still the right of the Belfast Charitable Society to receive an annual income of £800 and free water from the Commissioners.
There were other ways in which the Society tried to make itself financially self-supporting.
At first certain conditions in the Grant, under which the surplus land was held from Lord Donegall made it impracticable to create commercial sub-leases, but an Act of Parliament eventually made it possible to make sub-lettings for a reasonable length of time, so that in this way there was established a permanent but, unfortunately, fixed income. In 1785, when the Ballast Corporation, the forerunner of the present Harbour Board, was created by Act of Parliament, it was enacted that all profits were to go to the Charitable Society. As events proved, the Ballast Board never had any working profits, but the tradition established has proved a firm sentimental bond, and the Society has on several occasions received considerable gifts from the Harbour Commissioners. The Ladies have heard w%Nith infinite surprise ancl regret that thie gentlemen are opposed to promoting industry in the House by the only efficient means that of allowing individuals to (lerive some little advantage from their own exertions-at the same time the Ladies are axare of the argument that may be made on the occasion viz. that it is the (lutv of the inmates of the House to devote all their abilities to the general good of tlle institution by which they are supported-yet as it is an incontrovertable fact, that the highest and best educated classes of society require some additional stimuluis to exertion, besides a sense of duty and the public good, it is too imiuch thierefore to expect that those of inferior adlvantages should rise higher in the scale of perfection. T'he Ladies therefore respectfullv request the gentlemiien may reconsider the matter and examiinle it in every point of view.
For the first place they xvill please to recollect that every humain being whatever may be their station in life ought to have some leisure time daily at their disposal which is the case with servants in all well regulated families, besides in this House at this season of the year the greatest proportion of the time w%vhich those wvho are engaged in active duties (particularly in attending to the children) have at their own disposal, they would be obliged to spend in darkness & consequently in idleness if not allowed to earn the means of purchasing candles for themselves as what they get from the House does not afford light for more than one hour out of the twenty four thus by permitting matters to remain as they were so much time is saved which would otherxvise be lost and the coppers which are thereby earne(l are still for the good of the Institution being for the use of the inmates. lThe gentlemen will also please to observe that it would have the appearance of partiality and inconsistency to allow some to derive profit from their industry particularly those receiving salaries and deny the same indulgence to others who receive none.
The Ladies would also recommend that the children should be washed at night in tepid water in the schoolroom in place of the "Young ! moulders here, 1829. " In the days of the bodv-snatchers it was not unusual for relatives to watch over a family grave for weeks after a burial. TIhe gutn andl revolver used by the night watchmen are now preserved in the Boar(drooml, and there is a recor(d of the form of guarantee signecd by the sponsor of any person so employed. In the Belfast MLuseumii there is a strong iron guard or cage into which a cofli coul(i be fostened to prevent violation after burial, and whichl came from this graveyard. (Plate 10 (a) ). This awvful calamity appears now to have ceased. 'l'here were only four victims to the Cholera in the Poor-House
In the summer of 1847, after the famine years, this same plot wxas reopenied for the burial of the poor, and a certificate of freedom from infection in opening these graves was signed by many medical practitioners in the town. 'T'he annual report of that year adds:
"Early in May, the infectious diseases had so alarmingly increased in town that, as soon as new hospital accommodation could be provided, the beds were filled, and more required. Under these circumstances, the hospital commitee applied to your Committee, to give room and beds to the surgical and other non.infectious cases, then in the surgical wards, in order that their beds might be made available for fever patients; and guaranteeing to pay all expenses. . . . Within the last fortnight these patients have again been taken back to the General Hospital....
In the month of July, the influx of beggars and vagrants from the surrounding districts of Belfast, had become such a nuisance, and was considered by the Board of Health to exercise such a pernicious influence in propagating disease, that your Committee were induced, by urgent solicitation from that and other public bodies, to call a special meeting of this Society, at which it was resolved to put into activity their legal powers for suppressing street-begging, which had for many years lain dormant...
TFHE BELFAST CHARITAI3IIE INSTITUTION.
XWhile the Poor Law Bill for Ireland was on its way through the House of Commons at Westminster in 1838, the President and Assistants became apprehensive that under one of its clauses their property could be taken from them and transferred to the Commissioners to be appointed under the new law. They accordingly prepared a Petition for presentation to Parliament for the introduction of an excluding clause, emphasising the special circumstances surrounding the establishment of the Society, and certain peculiar features such as leases to the Lying-In Hospital and the Institution for the Deaf and Dumb and the provision of a burying-ground in which plots were held by private individuals. A canididate, once admitted, has a lhomiie for life. Unless better treatmiient can be provided elsewlhere, residents taken ill in the House are nursed on the premises, or, if transferred for treatment to another institution, are sure of their place in Clifton House wheni they are fit to be moved, even if chronically sick. It it occasionally necessary to transfer permanently anti-social cases of insanity.
The advanced age and correspondinig frailt) of those inow seeking admission is a matter of some concern to the Committee, but as far as is possible with a small nursing staff, no deserving case is refused admission.
Residents have full liberty to come and go as they please within the limits of imiedical discretion, and are encouraged to take their holidays in the usual way if arrangements can be ma(le for them.
Thlle fit are accomimodated in small roomns, mostly two-bedded. And it may well be desired that their benevolence, animating the successive generations of our people, may secure for this Institution a lasting prosperity, and for many a weary spirit, shaken by the storms of life, a haven of repose." 59
